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Reflections on the Self - the two cases of ‘l’- Uppercase and lowercase 


Everyone believes they are the sentient principle in themselves. 

Our fundamental nature is this sentient principle. 

In other words, this sentient principle is indeed our svarupa. 

This sentient principle is ‘I’, or, | am this sentient principle. 

We are not different or distinct from this sentient principle. 

But the question is - what / where is this sentient principle? What are its qualities? 

Some people (subset of charvakas) believe the physical body itself is the sentient principle. 
| am the physical body. Others believe the sentient principle, called atman, is ‘inside’ or 
transcendental to the physical body. 

Some people (subset of charvakas) believe the sense organs are the sentient principle. | am 
the sense organ associated physical body. Others believe the atman is ‘inside’ or 
transcendental to the sense organs. 

Some people (subset of charvakas) believe the prana / life-force is the sentient principle. | 
am the prana. Others believe the atman is ‘inside’ or transcendental to the prana. 

Some people (subset of charvakas) believe the manas / mind is the sentient principle. | am 
the mind. Others believe the atman is ‘inside’ or transcendental to the mind. 

Some people (Yogachara Buddhists) believe the intellect / viinanamaya is the sentient 
principle. | am the intellect. Others believe the atman is ‘inside’ or transcendental to the 
intellect. 

Some people (tarkika and Prabhakara mimamsakas) believe the fundamental ignorance 
underlying the intellect is the sentient principle. | am the fundamental ajnana. Others 
believe the atman is ‘inside’ or transcendental to the fundamental ignorance. 

Some people (Bhatta mimansakas) believe the fundamental consciousness associated with 


the fundamental ignorance is the self. | am the consciousness delimited by ignorance. 
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Others believe the atman is ‘inside’ or transcendental to this consciousness + ignorance 
conglomerate. 

Some people (Madhyamaka Buddhists) believe the sunya / void is the sentient principle. | 
am the void. Others believe the atman is transcendental to the sunya. 

All these entities, starting from the physical body onwards, are finite, limited and 
correspondingly individualized. 

In all these cases, the corresponding person believes the respective entity is the sentient 
principle. 

In all these cases, ‘I’ refers to the first-person subjective awareness or consciousness of all 
the activities by the body, prana and antahkarana. 

This 'l’ is the fundamental consciousness that is self-aware as well as aware / conscious of 
all objects that come in its purview. 

Per Advaita, there exists a beginningless natural mutual superimposition, called adhyasa, of 
the functions of the various entities with the awareness / consciousness of ‘I’. 

This adhyasa occurs due to the non-discrimination of the awareness of ‘I’ & distinct 
functions of the entities, and the close proximity of the two. 

During the cognition of an object, the mind first envelops the object forming a particular 
mind-vritti. This is called vritti vyapti. 

At the same time, the all-pervasive consciousness illumines the mind-vritti forming the 
phala vyapti. 

This phala vyapti is called cognition. Phala refers to consciousness that is conditioned by 
the vritti and illumines the vritti. 

This illumination of the mind-vritti by the phala vyapti forms an image in the intellect with 
the form of the phala vyapti. 

This is like the image of shadow-puppetry formed on the screen. 

This image of the phala vyapti, formed in the intellect, also known as intellect-vritti, is also 
illumined / cognized by the phala itself. 

As the mind-vritti changes, the image of phala vyapti formed in the intellect also changes. 


In other words, the cognition changes. 
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Since the mind-vritti is finite in nature and is limited to a particular form, due to the finite 
limited object that the mind has enveloped, the corresponding phala vyapti also appears 
finite and limited to a particular form. 

Since the object is considered external to the mind, the mind vritti too is considered 
externalized and correspondingly the phala vyapti also appears externalized. 

Consequently the cognition - the phala vyapti and its image formed in the intellect - 
appears to be finite (corresponding to the object), externalized (cognition ‘of the object) 
and changing (corresponding to the changes in mind vritti). 

Now, due to the lack of discrimination of the true nature of changeless ‘I’ awareness that 
illumines as the phala & the changes of the mind-vritti, there arises adhyasa in this 
cognition itself that makes it appear as if the phala itself is changing and forming the vrittis. 
This makes it appear as if ‘I’ the sentient principle is ‘experiencing’ the object. Experience of 
the object is the vritti formed of the object. 

In this situation, there is one aspect of the ‘I’ sentient principle, which illumines the vritti and 
appears to take the form of the vritti - as the phala vyapti - as it creates an image in the 
intellect; and there is another aspect of the same ‘I’ sentient principle which is aware of the 
phala vyapti image formed in the intellect itself. 

The adhyasa of the intellect-vritti, including the images of phala vyapti formed in the 
intellect, with the first aspect of the ‘I’ sentient principle, gives rise to the sense of limited 
individuality - the ‘small i' - the cognizer, experiencer, knower, agent of all cognitions / 
experiences. 

The first aspect of the ‘I’ sentient principle becomes a component of adhyasa, whereas the 
second aspect of the same ‘I’ sentient principle is a mere witness of even this adhyasa itself! 
The former is termed as the jiva or jivatma and is referenced as the bird eating the fruits in 
Mundaka Upanishad. The latter is termed as the witnessing paramatma or antaryami and is 
referenced as the bird that merely witness or watches on as the other bird eats the fruits. 
While ‘experiences’ are merely vrittis in the antahkarana, the cognition of the experience is 


brought about only by the sentient principle ‘I’ in the form of phala vyapti. 
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The adhyasa inherent in this cognition gives rise to the sense of limited individuality - the 
‘small i’. 

This ‘small i’ is the resulting changing phala vyapti image formed in the intellect and its 
awareness by the phala itself. 

Just as a pot enclosing the space giving rise to a distinction of a functional, usable and 
transactional pot-space, the images of distinct phala vyaptis in the intellect gives rise to a 
distinction of functional, usable and transactional individual cognitions or individual 
experiences. 

This ‘small i’, with all of its corresponding individual cognitions / experiences, is the 
individualized jiva (or jivatma) empowering the changes (vrittis) in the inert insentient 
antahkarana. 

Paradoxically, the ‘small i’ is both the experiencer of adhyasa and the result of adhyasa. The 
‘small i’ is said to be the experiencer since it is the sentient principle (in the form of phala 
illuminating the vritti) capable of experiencing; and it is the result of adhyasa by its 
definition. 

In other words, the phala vyapti, on cognizing the image formed in the intellect, identifies 
itself with the vritti it is illuminating, forming the sense of individuality and change - the 
‘small i’. 

Irrespective of how this adhyasa originated, the fact remains that this is our current state of 
experience. This is a beginningless natural inexplicable phenomenon. 

In this perspective, the ‘small i’ as the individualized sentient principle is distinct from the 
inert antahkarana; however, the cognitions of the ‘small i’ (which are the phala vyapti) are 
manifested through the antahkarana vrittis. 

All the while, the second aspect of the ‘I’ sentient principle, the witnessing consciousness, 
referred to as the antaryami paramatman, merely illumines the vrittis as the ‘I’ sentient 
principle, and as mere illumination remains unassociated or unaffected by the vrittis. 
Now, the nature of ‘small i’, being the result of adhyasa between the phala vyapti and the 
changing distinct vritti, appears to have the constant phala (sentient principle) as its 


svarupa and the changing vritti cognition as its attributes. 
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The different emotions such as joy, sorrow, anger etc. and thoughts such as desire, will, 
honor, dishonor etc. are all said to be antahkarana vrittis alone. 

Consequently, due to adhyasa, the cognition of these emotions and thoughts appears to be 
attributes of the ‘small i’. 

Now, the vritti in the antahkarana is said to be manifestations of the unmanifest Prarabdha 
Karma / vasanas. 

Consequently, the attributes of the ‘small I’, which are the vrittis of cognition, are said to be 
influenced by the Karma / vasanas. In other words, the aspect of sentience or consciousness 
as just jnana - is the svarupa of ‘small’; and the aspect of sentience or consciousness as 
part of cognition is the vritti jnana of ‘small i’. 

Since the vrittis correspond to external objects, the corresponding cognition / experience is 
also externalized. Thus the cognition of the ‘small i’ is externalized. 

This is the transactional subjective experience of each of us as an individual. This is called as 
the vyavaharika experience (transactional or applicable in vyavahara). 

Just as there is an adhyasa or identification of sentience with intellect-vrittis originating 
through the sense organs of knowledge (jnana indriyas) as experiences, there is a similar 
adhyasa with the intellect-vrittis manifesting through the sense organs of action (karma 
indriyas) as actions. 

The ‘small i’ - result of adhyasa - appears in the former as the knower / enjoyer and in the 
latter as the doer / agent. 

As the doer / agent of all actions, the identification as the performer of the actions results in 
the identification with the results of the action. 

The results of the action - known as Karma phala - are in the form of punya or papa; and 
the identification with these gives rise to formation of new or additional Karma called 
Agami Karma being added to the Karma pool. 

The other characteristics of the ‘small i’, such as being of atomic size etc., are seen to have 
inherited from the intellect-vritti aspect of the adhyasa. 


Now, all the while, the phala vyapti is merely illuminating the mind-vritti. 
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Being all-pervasive, there are no changes in the phala; it merely illumines the changes in 
the vritti. 

The vrittis, being specific to the insentient antahkarana, are distinct from the sentient phala. 
The ‘small i’, being both the experiencer of adhyasa and the result of adhyasa, is the entity 
that realizes and overcomes this adhyasa! 

It is indeed possible for the ‘small’, which is said to be the result of adhyasa, to also 
overcome its own cause - adhyasa - as it is the experiencer of this self-formed adhyasa 
itself! 

That which experiences adhyasa due to ignorance alone needs to overcome it through 
right knowledge. 

Due to the influence of beginningless Karma, the beginningless ‘small i’ - which is eternal 
sentiency associated with the manifestations of Karma - has come to mistake itself as just 
that much - of being the ‘small i’. 

Hence the ‘small i’ requires the discriminating knowledge - cognition that discriminates the 
changeless constant nature of phala versus the ever changing vrittis of in sentient material 
antahkarana - to overcome this adhyasa. 

When the natural externalized tendency of the cognition is turned inwards, through 
spiritual sadhana, there arises the cognition of the true nature of this phala as being a mere 
illuminating witness of the changing vrittis. 

The ‘small i’ ‘looks up’ to the true nature of phala as a mere witness of all experiences, 
rather than believing to be the experiencer of all experiences. 

The first aspect of the ‘I’ sentient principle ‘looks up’ and realizes the second aspect of the 
same ‘I’ sentient principle. 

This is referred in the Mundaka Upanishad as the enjoyer-bird (which eats the fruits) 
looking up to the witness-bird. 

When this happens, there is an immediate realization that the phala, in its true essence, is 
the ‘I’ sentient principle transcending all individuality, limitations and changes. 


This is called as the knowledge of realization. 
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As in other external cognition / experience / knowledge of objects, this knowlege of 
realization is also a particular antahkarana vritti, Known as akhandakara vritti or 
brahmakara vritti. 

But the object of this vritti is not an external entity, but the very phala illuminating the vritti. 
At this point and henceforth, there is no more ‘small i’; and what was assumed as the ‘small 
i is really the ‘I’ sentient principle alone, witnessing all the activities in the antahkarana. 
That which was believed to be the ‘small i’ is now realized of its own true nature as the 
SatChitAnanda Nitya Shuddha Buddha Mukta svarupa Brahman. 

In other words, the realization results in the understanding that there has never been any 
such ‘small i’. It has always been the one constant sentient principle ‘I’ 

This realization is realized by the ‘small i’, which, again, is the result of the adhyasa between 
the phala vyapti and the intellect-vritti. 

Just as how the other objects are categorized as mithya - meaning, they appear real when 
cognized, but falsified on sublation - even the ‘small i’ is only mithya; meaning the ‘small i’ 
appears to be real in our current state of experience, but on clear discrimination it is 
actually found to have never existed! 

This inexplicable paradox of the nature and cognition of this ‘small i’ is said to be 
indescribable or anirvachaniya. 

Just as the dream state is realized as a dream only on waking up, similarly the mithyatva of 
this ‘small i’ is only realized on realizing the true nature of the ‘I’ sentient principle. 

Just as the dreamer exits from the dream state to realize themselves as the waker, similarly 
the ‘small i’ exits from its current sense of limitation to realize itself to be ‘I’ sentient 
principle. 

Just as a person, who mistook the rope for a snake later realizes that there was never 
actually a snake on the rope even while cognizing the rope as a snake, similarly the ‘small i’, 
on realization realizes that there was never actually a ‘small i’ even while personally 
experiencing the individualized limited sense of ‘small i’. 

Just as a rope is ever free of a snake, similarly the ‘I’ sentient principle is ever free of the 


notion as the ‘small i’. 
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Just as for a person who is cognizing a snake instead of a rope, the cognition of the snake 
appears distinctly logial and any mention of the rope as the substratum essence of the very 
snake sounds illogical, similarly for an ignorant person identifying with the ‘small i’, the self- 
awareness or self-cognition of the self as the limited individualized changing entity (‘small 
i’) appears distinctly logical and any mention of an unlimited universal changeless sentient 
principle ‘I’ as the substratum essence of the very ‘small i' sounds illogical. 

However, just as for such a person, the cognition of the snake is falsified only on the dawn 
of knowledge of the snake itself as the rope, similarly for an ignorant person, the self- 
cognition of the ‘small i’ is falsified only on the dawn of knowledge of the ‘small i’ itself as 
the ‘I’ sentient principle. 

Now, in one sense it can be said that the ‘small i’ simply vanishes on realizing the ‘I’. In 
another sense it can be equally said that the ‘small i’ is realized to itself be the ‘I’. 

From the perspective of the unique characteristics of the ‘small i’ from ‘I’, such as 
limitedness, finiteness, individualized, changing etc., all these characteristics simply vanish 
on realization of ‘I’. 

From the perspective of the common characteristics of the ‘small I’ from ‘I’, such as 
sentience or consciousness or awareness, the ‘small i’ is realized to itself be the ‘I’. It just 
doesn't vanish. 

In other words, that which was misunderstood as the ‘small i’ is actually the ‘I’ itself, with 
the misunderstandings being only the unique characteristics such as limitedness, finiteness, 
individualized, changing etc. 

In the absence of these mistaken characteristics, there is no more any association of the ‘I’ 
sentient principle as the knower / enjoyer / doer / agent. 

In the absence of the sense of agentship, there is no more any identification as the 
performer of all the actions. 

In the absence of the identification as the performer of the actions, there is no more 
identification with the results of the action; and consequently there is no more formation of 


any new or additional Agami Karma. 
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Having realized the own nature as ever pure, complete bliss, ever content, there are no 
more any latent desires. 

In the absence of any and all desires, there is no more identification with any manifestation 
of Karma / vasanas to express and satisfy desires. 

The ignorance ‘small i’ was bound in the shackles of both - desires manifesting from 
existing Karma and the results of the desire-prompted-activities forming new Karma. This is 
bondage. 

However, on realization of the true nature of the ‘I’ sentient principle, the erstwhile ‘small i’ 
is said to have broken free from the shackles of Karma. This is liberation. 

The bondage and liberation are only associated with the ‘small i' and equally as mithya as 
the ‘small i’ itself! The ‘I’ sentient principle is actually ever free and ever unassociated. 

The ‘small’ is liberated from its own ignorance of misunderstanding itself just as the ‘small 
i’ and realizes its identity as the supreme ‘I’ sentient principle. 

This is said in Mundaka Upanishad as “When the seer sees the Purusha, then the illumined 


one completely shakes off both punya and papa, becomes pure, and attains absolute 


equality.” 
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